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Overview 

• Subjective well-being as part of the Measuring 
National Well-being programme 

• ONS approach to measuring subjective well-
being 

• Application to public policy 

 

 

 

 

 



Why is measuring well-being important? 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
     

 

PM Speech, 25 Nov 2010 
 

  

“you’ve got to take practical steps to make sure government is 

properly focused on our quality of life as well as economic 

growth” 
 

“this information will help government work out, with evidence, 

the best ways of helping to improve people’s well-being.” 

“Statistics are the bedrock of 

democracy, in a country where we 

care about what is happening. We 

must measure what matters - the 

key elements of national well-being. 

We want to develop measures 

based on what people tell us 

matters most.” 

  

 

 

 

 

 
  

 

National Statistician, 25 Nov 2010 
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Why is measuring well-being important? 

Public 

 

compare how different 

sub-groups and areas 

are doing 

 

Places to live and 

career choices 

 

Policy 

 

backdrop and 

framework for policy 

development 

 

policy evaluation to 

take account of 

impact on well-being 

National well-being measures 

 

International 

 

compare the UK with 

other countries 

 

Harmonise measures 

 

 

 



The MNW Programme 
 

Economy Society 
Environment & 

Sustainability 

 - Human Capital  

 - Extensions to National 

Accounts,  

   e.g. income and 

consumption vs 

production, valuing non 

market activities, 

emphasising household 

perspective 

 - Development of 

Environmental 

Statistics,  

   e.g. Environmental 

accounting, natural 

capital, sustainable 

development, green 

economy 

 

Cross Cutting 

Developing measures of well-being 

Well-being reporting 

 - Measuring Subjective 

Well-being 

 

 - Children and Young 

people‟s well-being 

 

“An accepted and trusted set of National Statistics to help 

people understand and monitor national well-being”. 



UK framework  
 

Sustainability Issues over time 
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More contextual domains 

The Economy 

Governance 

Education and skills 

Natural Environment 

Factors directly affecting subjective 

well-being 

Personal Finance 

Our relationships What we do 
Where we live 

Health (Physical  

and Mental) 

Individual Well-Being 
People‟s own Assessment of 

their own well-being (SWB) 

National Well-being 



Subjective Well-being Measurement 

ONS taking a balanced approach 
•  Evaluative (cognitive evaluation of life) 

•  “Eudemonic” (flourishing, functioning, psychological) 

•   Experience (day-to-day experience/emotions) 

 

Societal module 

 

Experimental Statistics  

 

ONS continuing to test and develop questions 

 

 

 



A reminder of the overall monitoring questions.... 

 

• Overall, how satisfied are you with your life 

nowadays? 
 

• Overall, to what extent do you feel the things you 

do in your life are worthwhile? 
 

• Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday? 
 

• Overall, how anxious did you feel yesterday? 
 

 0 to 10 scale, where 0 = „not at all‟ and 10 = „completely‟ 

 

 



Additional questions.... 

Evaluative module: 
 

Domain satisfaction 
 

 

Experience module: 
 

Range of positive and negative 

adjectives  
 

 

Eudemonic module: 

 

Aspects relating to self-

determination theory e.g.  

control, autonomy, learning, 

direction, decision making. 

Societal module: 

 

Community cohesion, 

belonging, trust, social 

relationships, etc.. 



 

 

OBJECTIVE 

CONDITIONS 
e.g. material conditions, work and 

productivity, income (levels and 

stability) 

PERSONAL 

RESOURCES 
e.g. resilience, optimism, self-esteem 

Policy 

Levers 

Policy 

Levers 

FUNCTIONING 
e.g. to be autonomous, competent, safe and secure, 

connected to others and have meaning 

FEELINGS 
e.g. happiness, joy, pleasure 

OVERALL EVALUATION 
e.g. Life Satisfaction 

Subjective 

Measures 

Influencing subjective well-being through policy  
 



Public policy uses 

 

• Overall Monitoring of progress 

• Application to the policy making process: 

• Identifying areas of need & targeting policies 

• Policy appraisal, monitoring & evaluation  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Overall monitoring of progress 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• SWB sensitive enough to change? 

• British media e.g. Financial Times (29 Feb 12): 

Happy in adversity 
Britain keeps going on a smile and a stiff upper lip 

  

 

 

 

     

 

 

  “The creators of subjective well-being indicators 

can assist policymakers when their measures 

have been shown to be sensitive to changes in 

circumstances.”  

  

 

 

 

 

 
  

 

Ed Deiner, 2005 
 

  



Overall monitoring of progress 
 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  “ measures are unlikely to be useful for monitoring 

average well-being over time.” 

  

 

 

 

 

 
  

 

Angus Deaton, 2011 
 

  

• Is Deaton‟s 

conclusion correct? 

• Question order 

effects 

• Social more than 

economic factors 

• Long vs. Short term 

 

 

 



Overall monitoring of progress 
 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ingelhart et al 2008 

Life satisfaction 

 

1981-2007 

• Measures do 
change over 
long term in 
some instances 
at the aggregate 
level 

 

• Large change in 
SWB needs 
large scale 
change in socio-
economic 
conditions 

 

 

 



Overall monitoring of progress 
 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• SWB measures supplement rather than 

supplant other socio-economic indicators 

• Not a replacement to GDP but go beyond GDP 

• Long term trends rather than short term change 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• ONS will present SWB 
measures along with 
more objective 
indicators as part of 
framework to monitor 
National Well-being. 

 

 

 



Identifying needs & targeting policies 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Below aggregate level: 

• SWB measures could help with identifying need 

and targeting policies: 

1. Who has low/high levels of SWB? 

2. Why do these differences exist? 

3. Areas to intervene? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Important to look at objective circumstances 
against levels of SWB: 

 

 

• Labour Market status 

• Income & wealth 

• Health 

• Marital Status 

• Household 
characteristics 

• Qualifications 

• Occupation 

• etc....... 

 

 

 

Identifying needs & targeting policies 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Not only sub 
groups of the 
population but 
also....smaller 
geographic areas 

 

• Much of well-being 
policy is at local 
level so 
information at sub-
regional level is 
important 

 

Identifying needs & targeting policies 
 



Identifying needs & targeting policies  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Also Important to measure domain satisfaction 
for policy purposes.  

• ONS has asked the following on a 0-10 scale: 

 

 

 

• personal relationships 

• physical health 

• mental well-being 

• work situation 

• financial situation 

 

 

 

 

• area where you live 

• time you have to do 
the things you like 
doing 

• well-being of your 
children (if any) 

 

 

 



Application to policy making process 
 

Rationale

Objectives

Appraisal

Implement/

Monitor

Evaluation

Feedback

Wellbeing
adapting policy

Adaptation

Wellbeing considered
in evaluation

Evaluation

Wellbeing in service
monitoring/ measurement

Monitoring
Design and Implementation 

of policy or service with

wellbeing in mind

Wellbeing in Policy
Impact Assessment (IA)

Implementation

Wellbeing considered in 
policy appraisal –

monetised/ 

and non- monetised aspects

IAs

Wellbeing helps to
generate new or 

modified policy options

Appraisal

Analysis wellbeing
related to issue/ problem/

situation/ segment

Simple test of early
policy proposal using

wellbeing drivers

Wellbeing considered in
policy consultation

Wellbeing, is an
objective/ valued outcome

Citizen involvement:
through wellbeing

calculators, tools, maps

Wellbeing evaluation
data disseminated

for others to analyse

Transparency

Dissemination

Define Outcomes/

Success Measures

Define

Issue

Justify        Action

Develop

Options

Context

Options

Decision

Make it

Happen

Consultation

Wellbeing

Commissioning/ Procuring
for wellbeing outcomes

Procurement

Wellbeing considered 
in audit and inspection

Audit

  



 

 

'Systemically' Considered Wellbeing Drivers
(Influences on wellbeing which are core policy areas)

'Non-Systemically' Considered Wellbeing Drivers
(Influences on wellbeing which are not core policy areas)

Mental Health            Family, Partnerships and Marriage

Physical Health            Friendships 

Employment            Neighbours

Income/ Poverty/ Debt            Work Relationships 

Relative Income /Deprivation Personal Security/ Stability 

Level of Education  Care Giving  

Leisure: Participation in art, sport and culture Work-Life Balance/ Leisure Time 

Safety/ Crime/ Terrorism Continued Learning 

Housing & Built Environment Faith/ Religious Practice

Climate Change/ Variables Power, Control, Autonomy 

Civil Society Fairness/ Equality 

Local Environment Community/ Neighbourhood/ Place

Commuting/ Transport Volunteering/ Giving Time/ Money 

Natural Disasters Civic Participation & Direct Democracy 
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• Government /LAs 

influence these drivers 

through policies and 

services, intentionally 

or unintentionally 
 

• Important to view 

policies and services 

through a „wellbeing 

lens‟ and try to 

understand their 

potential impact on 

these drivers 
 

• Leading to better 

decisions and better 

outcomes 

 

Consider the impact of policy decisions on 

known drivers of subjective wellbeing... 



Use SWB in cost benefit analysis to value social 

impacts, non-market services... 

• Modelling approach estimates the 

increase in wellbeing associated with a 

particular good or service and then 

calculates the equivalent money to give 

the same boost to wellbeing 

• Examples: 

• DCMS - doing sport at least once a week 

the SWB equivalent to a £11,000 

increase in annual household income 

• Cabinet Office – frequent volunteering 

£13,500 per annum and  neighbourhood 

trust £15,900 

• Such estimates can inform options 

analysis and business cases 

 



Conclusion 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“If taking subjective well-being more seriously has the potential for 

increasing the quality of lives while reducing pressures on available 

resources, should there not at least be a stronger commitment to 

broaden the range of policy alternatives to include these with a strong 

chance of improving subjective well-being?” 

  

 

 

 

 

 
  

 

John Helliwell, 2011 
 

  

• Balanced approach to measuring SWB 

• SWB should supplement existing measures 

• Real potential of SWB to change policy making 

• Continued need to test, develop and learn within 
international statistical community to ensure 
measures are fit-for-purpose and harmonised 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/user-

guidance/well-being/index.html 

 

nationalwell-being@ons.gov.uk 

 

Further information 


